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tive aids to learning as maps or globes, wall charts or diagrams.
The sole aim of the school was to teach reading and writing;*fc^nd
this was especially difficult because the words spoken at home, in
the fields and the tea-shop were quite different from the classical
language of books. There are more than forty thousand characters
in the Chinese language, each with a different meaning, and although
even a good scholar does not remember more than about six thou-
sand, each one has to be learned by heart. Tai-cheong was expected
to learn a few new characters each day and he traced them with his
brush-pen on a thin piece of paper over a printed sheet.
It was a hard grind and the children's first reading book was very
dull. It was the San Tzu Ching or Three Character Classic, of
rhymed lines in sets of three characters. It opens with standard
Confucian philosophy, a literal translation of the first few lines
reading:
When man begins
All good by nature.
Nature always near
Practice always far.
If without teaching
Nature will change.
Teaching with doctrine
Man always right.
Or, very freely, "Men at their birth are naturally good. Their moral
tendencies are similar but their actions differ. If they go without
teaching the natural goodness will change but if they are taught they
will continue to be good."
After some more of this ethical summary there are examples of
former great men who were exemplary schoolboys. When a child
had mastered this wisdom he was introduced to such works as The
Hundred Family Names (actually, a list of more than four hundred
surnames), and some of the numerical series, such as The Three
Powers (Heaven, earth and man), The Five Virtues, The Five
Elements and The Thousand Character Classic in which none of the
thousand characters occurs twice.
The teacher did not expect his young pupils to understand The
Three Character Classic but he did expect them to learn the char-
acters by heart. The meaning would be explained much later. There
were no forms or classes in this school and each child had to learn
his own set task by repeating it aloud. As the children were not
all at the same stage there was a continuous pandemonium, every-